History has seen many examples of men whose lives were characterized bv a driving lust for power. Adolf Hitler was one of them and it is not an exaggeration to term him a megalomaniac. Although it is difficult to make a 'psychiatric diagnosis', Hitler seems to fit the category of a paranoid personality. In the following historical note, the life and personality of 'that man' (as Winston Churchill called him) will be explored to reveal something of the meaning of this desire for power.
Seven days before the unconditional surrender of Nazi Germany, on April 30th, 1945, the man who was the architect and supreme dictator of the Third Reich probably met death by shooting himself in the mouth. The story is that Hitler and Eva Braun, his wife of one day, suicided and that their bodies were covered in gasoline and burned. Thus ended a strange saga for Germany and the whole world. How did it begin?
Hitler was born in 1889. At the age of thirty-five, he began his Mein Kampf by stating: "It stands me in good stead today that fate decided that Braunau on the Inn should be my birthplace. That little town lies on the frontier between the two German States, the re-union of which we younger ones regard as a work worthy of accomplishment by all the means in our power." His family was of peasant stock and his father had shown some ambition in rising from a peasant beginning to being a customs official. This large, brusque man married three times and from the third union came°P Adolf. Adolf's mother was a quiet, dutiful person, some twenty odd years younger than her husband. She had repeated difficulties with childbirth and her first three babies died in infancy. After Adolf she gave birth to another boy who died at an early age and then in 1896 she had her last child, Paula.
The young Hitler was well cared for and possibly even pampered by his sacrificing mother. There is evidence that she regarded him as a sickly child and probably made him feel that he was precious and different from other young fellows. However, his father did not cater to his young son and his thought was to bring him 'up right' and see that he got into the honourable job of being a customs official. Adolf, a self-centred, stubborn child, soon was in conflict wi:th his stern father over 'his choice of vocation, however, and steadfastly maintained that he was destined to be a great artist.
In 1903, when Adolf was almost fourteen his father died and by this time it must have been settled that Adolf would be an artist. He continued at school until sixteen. His marks were always unpredictable and he was described as a lazy, undisciplined scholar who could show promise if he desired.
In 1908, Hitler's mother died. As with the death of his father, it is difficult to ascertain Adolf's reaction to the loss. In any case, after that he went to Vienna and spent the years from nineteen to twentyfour living in squalor and poverty, but this was really of his own choice. Hitler never did any manual work to speak of, and remained convinced that he had the talents of an artist or an architect, despite being rejected at the Art Academy in Vienna. These were lonely years, but also years wherein the youthful Adolf could read, wander about the city, dream, conceive of fanciful plans for Wagnerianlike operas or for rebuilding towns and even cities. These were years also for thinking about politics and observing the political happenings in that cosmopolitan city. He gained much in his understandings of the 'in-fighting' of politics, of mob psychology, and here began his terrible prejudice towards the Jewish peoples.
Hitler was never a social being in the sense that he felt few loyalties to people and sacrificed little for others. In his youth, 'he was almost ascetic, being a nonsmoker, a non-drinker, and seemingly aloof from sexual pursuits. He liked to talk, but, as a companion stated, he was always making 'speeches' rather than conversations.
When war came in 1914 Hitler joined the German army. He wrote of this in Mein Kampf, "... I am not ashamed to acknowledge today that I was carried away by the enthusiasm of the moment and that I sank down upon my knees and thanked Heaven out of the fullness of my heart for the favour of having been permitted to live in such a time." He was then twenty-five, a zealous German patriot, although at that time still an Austrian citizen.
Hitler apparently was a 'good soldier' and received several decorations, including the Iron Cross, first class. He was in the front lines and wounded, yet he never became more than a corporal. Perhaps he was such an enthusiast for the war that his fellow soldiers distrusted him.
In 1919, Hitler began his rise to political power. The times were ripe for new parties, revolution, and there was the threat of 'the Bolsheviks'. Hitler joined the committee of the German Workers' Party and with cunning fortitude, and amazing energy and singlemindedness he became the leader. He began to see that, as he himself said: "to be a leader, means to be able to move masses". The rest is history. From 1924 his goals were set and with ruthless tenacity this demagogue put into effect the ideas of Mein Kampf (my struggle). He became 'Der Fuehrer' and almost 'Der Fuebrer-Gott' of the German people.
In April, 1945, one final view of Adolf Hitler can be obtained by noting his reaction to a message from Herman Goering, in those final days when Russian shells were already falling on the Chancellory in Berlin. By this time, Hitler was a fatigued, hollow-eyed wreck of a man but still, unquestionably, the leader. Goering had offered to assume the leadership of the Third Reich and Hitler is said to have exploded with rage and shouted, "An ultimatum! A crass ultimatum! Now nothing remains. Nothing is spared to me. No allegiances are kept, no honour lived up to, no disappointments that I have not had, no betrayals that I have not experienced-and now this above all else. Nothing remains. Every wrong has been done.to me." In a few days, nothing did remam, Hitler's pursuit of power seems to have stemmed from a self-concept that conceived of himself as unique, as a man destined for great things. He found his reason for existence in his extreme German nationalism and sacrificed all for that. The result was tragedy.
